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Boko Haram insurgency, youth mobility and better life in the Far North 
Region of Cameroon
This article portrays youth mobility in Cameroon as a means to escape poverty and to 
achieve a better life. Youth mobility though not new is, however, taking a new dimension 
as a result of Boko Haram’s violent conflict. To explore how this violence has affected mo-
bility, this study analyses narration of youngsters’ escape experiences from Boko Haram 
and their ideas of how to achieve a better life, drawing on interviews in Cameroon’s Far 
North Region. The study begins with the origin and regionalisation of Boko Haram, fol-
lowed by the concept of youth, the evolution of mobility trends and better life. It then pro-
ceeds to narrations of escape experiences, places of destination and sheds light on mobility 
pathways and integration dynamics.
Keywords:	 youth,	mobility,	better	life,	Boko	Haram,	traumatic	experiences,	
Cameroon
Insurreição do Boko Haram, mobilidade juvenil e vida melhor na região do 
extremo norte dos Camarões
Este artigo descreve a mobilidade dos jovens nos Camarões como um meio de esca-
par à pobreza e conseguir uma vida melhor. A mobilidade juvenil, embora não seja um 
fenómeno novo, está a assumir uma nova dimensão devido ao conflito violento do Boko 
Haram. Para explorar como esta violência afetou a mobilidade, o presente estudo analisa a 
narração de experiências dos jovens que fugiram do Boko Haram e as suas ideias de como 
alcançar uma vida melhor, com base em entrevistas realizadas na região do extremo norte 
dos Camarões. O estudo começa com a origem e regionalização do Boko Haram, seguidas 
pelo conceito de juventude, a evolução das tendências de mobilidade e a procura de uma 
vida melhor. Prossegue com as narrações de experiências de fuga, lugares de destino e 
lança luz sobre os caminhos da mobilidade e as dinâmicas de integração.
Palavras-chave:	juventude,	mobilidade,	vida	melhor,	Boko	Haram,	experiências	
traumáticas,	Camarões
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North	Region	where	 the	 local	population	 suffers	 from	violent	 acts	 from	Boko	

















Following	 the	 declaration	 of	 war	 on	 Boko	 Haram	 by	 the	 President	 of	
Cameroon	at	the	security	summit	in	France,	in	2014,	the	violence	took	a	different	
twist	with	escalation	resulting	in	the	destruction	of	villages	and	large	displace-
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the	 insecurity	 is	 over	 and	 calm	finally	 returns	 or	 has	Boko	Haram’s	 presence	
even	caused	upward	social	mobilities	among	displaced	youth	who	prefer	to	stay	
in	their	new	environments	and	work	towards	a	better	life?	The	study	thus	com-
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Origin and regionalisation of Boko Haram
Boko	 Haram	 is	 an	 indigenous	 northern	 Nigerian	 Islamist	 militant	 group	
founded	by	Muhammad	Yusuf	in	the	early	1990s,	and	is	committed	to	the	prop-
agation	of	Islam	but	more	significantly	to	their	fight	against	Western	education	











also	advocated	 for	 substantial	 reforms	 like	 the	establishing	of	modern	 Islamic	
schools	 and	political	mobilisation	 of	women	 (Loimeier,	 2012).	 Ja’far	Mahmud	
Adam, an ardent follower of the Izala movement, had many students, one of 
which	was	Muhammad	Yusuf	who	later	split	from	him	to	form	his	own	group	in	
the	early	1990s,	ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama’a wa-l-hijra,	which	can	be	liberally	translat-
ed	as	“the	people	of	the	Sunna	[of	the	prophet]	and	the	community	[of	Muslims]	




2009,	the	group	adopted	a	new	name,	jama’at al-sunna li-l-da’wa wa-l-jihad ‘alamin-
haj al salaf,	translated	as	“the	community	of	the	Sunna	who	fight	for	the	cause	[of	
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Boko	Haram	beefed	up	 its	gruesome	attacks	on	Cameroonian	soil	 resulting	 in	
soldier	as	well	as	civilian	deaths.	Attacks	on	Cameroonian	villages	that	border	
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from	 the	 encroachment	of	Western	 ideas	or	 from	 the	 abductions	 and	killing	by	
Boko	Haram	(DIIS	Report	2015,	p.	24).	
Although	Boko	Haram	 is	widely	 considered	 a	 nuisance,	 it	 tends	 to	 attract	
some	youths	because	it	offers	them	a	kind	of	stability	through	commerce,	mar-
riage,	social	services,	identity	and	belonging	in	a	region	that	seems	to	have	been	





Concept of youth, evolution of mobility trends and the 
search for better life in Cameroon
In	this	section,	I	will	proceed	with	the	concept	of	youth,	followed	by	the	evo-
lution	of	mobility	trends	and	the	search	for	better	life	in	Cameroon.
The concept of youth
Although	many	anthropological	and	psychological	studies	have	coined	the	
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between	childhood	and	adulthood	has	 recently	been	described	as	“waithood” 
(Honwana,	2012)	to	address	young	people’s	struggle	to	achieve	social	mobility.	

























(2003)	 stated	 that	Cameroonian	youth	perceive	 themselves	 as	 the	 “unlimited”	
generation	as	they	act	in	response	by	mapping	out	new	biographical	trajectories.	
Boko	Haram	insurgency	has	made	it	difficult	for	youth	to	set	their	 lives	along	
prescribed	and	desired	 life	 trajectories.	 In	order	 to	 attend	 their	goals	mobility	
stands	out	as	the	most	desirable	yet	the	most	difficult	to	attain.
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at	the	same	time,	been	instances	of	involuntary	mobility	engendered	by	domes-
tic	and	transatlantic	slave	trade	as	well	as	the	colonial	practice	of	forced	labour	












the	 towns	 and	 cities	 especially	 attractive	 for	 young	Cameroonians	 from	 rural	





and	educational	opportunities,	 the	flow	of	 internal	migration	 is	mostly	direct-
ed	from	the	northern	and	western	regions	to	the	urban	centres	of	the	country’s	
central	 and	 southern	 regions.	While	 the	 centre	 and	 littoral	 regions,	with	 their	
major	urban	hubs	of	Yaoundé	and	Douala,	 are	net	 recipients	of	 intra-national	
migrants,	they	provide	26%	of	all	inter-region	out-migrants	(Mberu	&	Pongou,	
2016;	Schrieder	&	Knerr,	2000).	The	Far	North,	West	and	North-West	regions,	on	







and	 scholarly	 examination.	 To	Hans	Hahn	 (2007),	 the	 concept	 of	 a	 better	 life	
implies	 how	young	men	 and	women	make	use	 of	migration	 in	 order	 to	 gain	
independence	 from	 their	 fathers	 and	 simultaneously	 achieve	 a	 self-contained	
position	 in	 society.	According	 to	Dorte	Thorsen	 (2007),	 a	better	 life	 comprises	
becoming	big,	seeing	new	things,	eating	good	foods,	being	knowledgeable	and	
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bility.	 Scholars	 like	Alpes	 (2011),	 Jua	 (2003),	 Nyamnjoh	 and	 Page	 (2002),	 and	
Pelican	and	Tatah	(2009)	portray	the	cause	of	youth	mobility	in	Cameroon	as	be-
ing	largely	characterised	by	general	feelings	of	disappointment	and	disillusion-
ment:	 disappointment	with	 the	 economic	 and	political	 situation	 in	Cameroon	
and	 disillusionment	 about	 the	 impossibility	 of	 realizing	 a	 decent	 future	 in	
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socially	 respected	 adulthood	 by	 gaining	 financial	 independence,	 establishing	
and	providing	for	their	own	families	and	assisting	others	(Buggenhagen,	2012).	









Escape from Boko Haram, mobility pathways and 






in	Cameroon’s	 Far	North	Region	will	 shed	 some	 light	 on	how	youth	 actively	
pursue	 opportunities	 and	 activities	 that	will	 improve	 their	 standard	 of	 living	
through	mobility	to	urban	settings	even	amidst	the	horrors	of	insurgency.	
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This	 troubling	 first-hand	 narrative	 in	 the	 preceding	 section	 provides	 a	
glimpse into what is behind the large numbers of people who have moved from 













they were surprised by armed men: 
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My brother wanted to run when he saw them, but he only heard the pow, pow, 
pow	in	the	sky	and	he	surrendered.	I	was	afraid	and	full	of	panic.	One	of	the	men	
moved	 towards	 me	 and	 the	 other	 one	 moved	 towards	 my	 brother.	 They	 took	
the	 two	of	us	 to	a	 forest	 that	 I	did	not	know.	We	met	 some	other	people	 there.	
Together	with	 the	 others	who	were	mostly	 youths,	 we	were	 taught	 a	 doctrine	
which	is	against	anything	that	came	from	the	West,	especially	education.	There,	






























seriously hampered as they are either looted or abandoned by their owners due 
to	insecurity.	
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Like	Adamu,	other	 interviewees	cannot	 imagine	returning	to	 their	villages,	
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material	 losses,	 it	 also	 brought	 along	 opportunities	 for	 achieving	 a	 better	 life	
amidst	constrained	circumstances.	Mobility	is	fundamental	at	this	stage	because	










previously	available.	 It	 is	 therefore	 likely	 that	a	better	 life	 can	have	a	decisive	
impact	on	the	direction	and	the	speed	of	mobility.	
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areas	but	might	also	provide	platforms	for	new	interactions,	discoveries	and	cop-




avenues	 for	making	money	 in	 their	 respective	places	of	destination.	Although	
Boko	Haram’s	violence	has	led	to	the	loss	of	families,	homes,	friends,	property	
and	education,	violence	and	life-threatening	experience	may	also	lead	to	better	










sector.	Therefore,	mobility	 is	 a	phenomenon	 that	 can	be	used	 to	negotiate	 in-






and	 insecurity	 and	 achieving	better	 lives	 elsewhere,	 their	mobility	 is	finally	 a	
means	to	overcome	general	problematic	livelihoods	and	poor	living	conditions	
at home.
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